From the 1950s until his death in 1994, Menachem Mendel Schneerson -revered by his followers worldwide simply as the Rebbe -built the Lubavitcher movement from a relatively small sect within Hasidic Judaism into the powerful force in Jewish life that it is today. Swept away by his expectation that the Messiah was coming, he came to believe that he could deny death and change history. Not having dug through the charges and counter-charges, I can't really comment on the disputes over how accurately the book recounts the details of the Rebbe's early life.I can say that the story is amazing to the extent it is true (and would be an amazing novel if it wasn't!) The basic outline is as follows: in the 1930s, Menachem Schneerson, despite his Hasidic ancestry and father-in-law, basically lived as a modern Orthodox Jew (although an extremely pious one, at least in some respects). He tried to become an engineer, but his ambitions were frustrated when France refused to allow him to practice (because he was not a French citizen) and Hitler's invasion of France forced him to flee to America (where his lack of English skills limited his opportunities). He then worked full-time for his father-in-law (the then-leader of the Chabad/Lubavitcher sect) because of some mix of personal piety, personal devotion to his father-in-law, and the lack of any career alternative.Schneerson was so brilliant and charismatic that Chabad Hasidim drafted him as rebbe of the sect himself a decade or so later, and over the ensuing decades he turned a tiny sect into a worldwide Jewish outreach organization. This is a story as astonishing as Moses' evolution from Egyptian prince to leader of Judaism-except it happened in our lifetimes!The book tries to explain why the Rebbe was so successful in leading Chabad. Some of the factors in his success were:*Because he had lived outside the bubble of a Hasidic neighborhood, he was somewhat able to relate to Jews outside that bubble.
This book has an interesting approach to research. Using the sources that will validate the authors theories and ignoring the information that challenges it. It seems they decided the outcome before they started the research and molded the book based on their prior assumptions.Their primary argument is that Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson was a student struggling with his identity in prewar Europe, pursuing his education as engineer. They paint a picture that he was disengaged Schneerson and his father in law the previous Rebbe during the thirties. Either the authors research was so superficial that they could not find the material that is sold in many Jewish bookstores and online, or they choose to ignore historical sources that refute their primary assumption. As so called scholars, at the minimum they should have presented this material and then their arguments refuting it. They choose to act like it does not exist.
